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Abstract

This study aims to highlight the experiences of students with vision impairment (SWVI) in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) higher education sector and explore the main challenges facing these students during their university studies. The study aims to investigate how much the accessibility measures in the physical, educational, and social environments at UAE universities meet the special needs of SWVI. Qualitative research methods were used to collect and analyze data for this research. Analysis of the study results can help universities in the UAE to provide better access to higher education to SWVI.

Introduction 

Education for SWVI in the UAE is relatively new. The education system itself is as new as the country, which was federated in 1971 (Gaad, 2006). Special education services in the Emirates started in the 1980s by segregating students with disabilities in special centers that were directed by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (Alghawi, 2007). This policy was changed in 1996 when the responsibility for teaching students with disabilities moved officially from the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs to the Ministry of Education. This transfer reflected a new policy towards students with disabilities, which aimed to educate these students through mainstream institutions (Alghawi. 2007).

The inclusion policy in the UAE was formalized by the declaration of Federal Law No. (29) of the Year 2006 Concerning the rights of Persons with Disabilities, which guarantees equal educational opportunities for persons with disabilities within all educational institutions in the UAE (Federal Law No. (29), 2006).

Although the UAE declared a new piece of legislation to protect the rights of persons with disabilities, in practice, educational institutions are still struggling to accommodate students with disabilities. This gap appeared most obviously in mainstream schools after students with disabilities were more comprehensively included within the mainstream educational system. Findings from studies in special education in the UAE show that schools still operate within an education environment that is largely inaccessible for students with disabilities. As a consequence, these students (including SWVI), as well as their teachers, cannot get much needed provision at schools (Alahbabi, 2009; Dukmak, 2009) Alghawi, 2007; Gaad and Khan, 2007).

Alhammadi (2012) points out that SWVI struggle to get the reasonable accommodation and training they need within mainstream schools, such as accessible educational materials, accommodation for exams, orientation and mobility training, Braille training, and assistive technology.
In the UAE most discussions around educational inclusion stress the role of schools in providing access to students with disabilities and are neglectful of the role universities and colleges also need to play. Thus, it is difficult to address through the relevant literature the main challenges facing SWVI in higher education sector. This issue informs the main research questions that will be investigated through this study. 

Methods

Qualitative research methods were used to collect and analyze data for this research. Three case studies were conducted at different universities in the Emirates. Fifty-five participants took part in this study including four different groups: students with vision impairment (SWVI), lecturers, support staff working at the case study universities, and administrators from some organisations. Different methods were carried out to collect data from the participants include face- to-face interviews and observations. Most interviews and observations were conducted during the academic year 2010-11; however, further interviews were conducted in the academic year 2012-13. Moreover, the author used her own perspective as a person with vision impairment who studied and worked at different educational institutions in the UAE to provide an insight into the data analysis. Approval for this research project to be conducted was gained from the Human Ethics Advisory Group (HEAG), Faculty of Arts and Education, Deakin University in Australia on 7 December 2010. 

Results and discussion

Analysis of the case studies in this research focused on the experiences of the SWVI, lecturers, and university support staff, identified seven main challenges facing SWVI at UAE higher education institutions:

1. Issues in the preparation of SWVI for higher education in the UAE
SWVI need to develop specific skills during their schooling to be prepared for higher education life. These skills include: braille literacy and numeracy; orientation and mobility; and using assistive technology.

1.1 Braille literacy and numeracy

Data from the SWVI interviews showed that the majority of the twenty-four participating SWVI did not have strongly developed braille skills. Although nineteen SWVI had undertaken braille training, only ten were fluent braille readers and used braille in their higher education.
Analysis of the data indicated that two main factors adversely affected the braille training of the SWVI at school. First, braille training was not offered at UAE mainstream schools. Second, many SWVI did not practice braille at school after initially learning it.

1.2 Orientation and mobility

Responses from the SWVI interviews in this study revealed that only ten of the twenty-four student participants in this study undertook orientation and mobility training and only eight were capable of using a white cane. These results suggested that the number of SWVI who were capable of using the white cane was fewer than the number of the students who were able to use braille. As a result, some of the participating SWVI, especially the students who are blind and legally blind could not move independently or safely at their universities. 
Possible factors playing into these outcomes include the lack of orientation and mobility training offered in the UAE, the lack of qualified mobility trainers, the level of the SWVIs’ vision loss, the degree to which students were willing to expose their disability, and social attitudes towards disabilities in society generally.

1.3 Using assistive technology

Outcomes from the study indicated that fifteen SWVI of twenty-four undertook computer training; however, only six could use computers independently in their university studies. Possible reasons for this result include firstly, computer training for people with vision impairment in the UAE was only offered at Tamkeen (a training center for people with vision loss located in Dubai). Second, most of the students who could not use computers easily undertook very short training (only one month). Third, some students could not afford to purchase a laptop with a screen reader during their training period.

2. Accessibility issues for SWVI in the UAE higher education institutions
Findings of the study revealed that the SWVI participants faced significant challenges in accessing the physical, educational and social environments.

2.1 Access to the physical environment

The interview responses as well as the author’s observations conduced for this research suggested that the special needs of SWVI were not considered in the buildings of the case study universities. For example, none of the three universities were located close to convenient public transport. Moreover, two of the case study universities present significant accessibility issues in the physical environment for people with vision impairment, such as spaces between the buildings being too wide, and multiple obstacles to navigate when moving from one building to another. Additionally, not all the stairs were provided with handrails, and the leading edge of each step was not marked in a contrasting color. Furthermore, not all the doorways were easy to locate and identify. Finally, the elevators at the three universities were not equipped with any audio announcements. 

The analysis of the interviews with educators and decision makers suggested that the general understanding of accessibility for students with disabilities seemed only to focus on providing buildings with ramps, special toilets and parking for people with physical impairment, while the specific idea about the accommodation for SWVI was only about providing elevators with braille writing on the buttons.

2.2 Access to information

Data from this research showed that SWVI needed to have access to course materials, online resources, and libraries. However, the students’ interview responses showed that these resources were mostly unavailable for the SWVI, and accessing information was one of the most significant barriers facing these students at the three universities.

Analysis of the case studies suggested that a lack of experienced support staff at the three universities was likely to be the main reason of not providing the SWVI with accessible study materials. Furthermore, results of this study showed that attempts to access online Arabic information come under greater challenge than those made to access English information. In addition, outcomes of the study indicate that in the UAE, the idea of providing access to people with disabilities in the libraries is still not on the public education agenda.

2.3 Access to the social environment

Evidence from the case studies suggested that the SWVI faced serious struggles in participating actively in their social lives at their universities. For example, one of the case study universities excluded the SWVI from some social activities such as having their meals at the hostel’s restaurants with the other students. Most of the SWVI at this university had their meals delivered to their rooms. This mainly was because the SWVI found it difficult to manage their mobility at the hostel’s restaurant, and choose their food. Additionally, most of the SWVI at the same university did not use the university public transport system to travel from their hostels to the university’s campuses, again due to accessibility issues. Instead, they had a special needs car to drive them around. These special services created a kind of social isolation for the SWVI.

Analysis of the data suggested that this outcome could have come about for a few reasons. First, many educators at UAE higher education institutions still do not have a clear understanding about how to include SWVI in the social lives at their universities. Second, it is still believed that SWVI are incapable of doing what sighted students could do, especially when it comes to voluntary work or social activities. Third, higher institutions in the UAE still do not offer enough social activities to improve the social skills of university students. 

3. Exam accommodation and modification
Results from the SWVI’s interviews in this study indicated that the accommodation most needed for the SWVI’s exams are: a test-writer, extra time, accessible exam material and a separate quiet room. In addition, the SWVI needed specific modification for their exams such as: adjustment for the questions that contain images, tables and charts. Nonetheless, evidence from the case studies showed that the SWVI faced serious struggle in obtaining these types of accommodation and modification.

Analysis of the case studies results revealed that a lack of clear policy regarding the exam modification and accommodation, along with a lack of experienced support staff, and finally, a lack of experience from the lecturers in providing appropriate accommodation and modification for SWVI exams found to be the main problematic issue faced the case studies universities in providing reasonable exam accommodation and modification for the SWVI.

4. Challenges in classroom
Results of the current study indicated that there are different types of difficulties facing SWVI in classrooms such as: taking lecture notes; reading what the lecturers write on the board; understanding images; participating in the class activities; finding a chair in the first row and socializing with the classmates. Nonetheless, taking lecture notes and doing the class activities found to be the most common barriers for the SWVI in their classes.

In addition, evidence from the lecturers interviews and observations suggested that many lecturers could not accommodate the special needs of the SWVI in their classes for different reasons such as: lack of knowledge of the reasonable accommodation the SWVI needed in their classes; lack of support from the disability departments at their universities, lack of training in educating SWVI, and finally, lack of information about the SWVI’s special needs.

5. Difficulties in studying certain subjects
Outcomes from the current study indicated that the participating SWVI were facing different types of difficulties studying some subjects. English; Mathematics and Computer represent the most problematic units for the SWVI to master.

Understanding lecturers of these subjects was the common challenge faced by the SWVI. Evidence from the case studies indicated that many lecturers were using the board and images to explain the lesson content, which was difficult for the SWVI to see or understand. None of the lecturers who taught these subjects received any training or explanation about teaching English, Mathematics and computer information to SWVI.

Further analysis of the SWVI’s experiences identifies more challenges facing these students in studying these subjects, such as: learning how to write new vocabulary or new mathematical symbols; note taking in these classes and accessing study materials.

6. Limitation in choosing the study area
Approximately one third of the participating SWVI in this study could not get into the majors they wanted to study such as: Physics, Education, Business, Geology, and Television and Radio Broadcasting. Analysis of the case studies suggested several reasons for this result. Some of the majors the SWVI wanted to select required studying some subjects that based in visual information, and many faculties at the three selected universities did not have enough experience to provide the SWVI with the adjustment and the accommodation they needed for these subjects. Additionally, some lectures and university staff at UAE case studies universities believe that SWVI are not capable of studying some majors, which required students to have developed strong computer skills, and to undertake practical training in using images in many subjects. Finally, some students reported that they struggled to enroll into the majors they wanted to study because the educators at their universities did not believe that these students had the same abilities as sighted students.

7. Personal challenges
Multiple personal challenges were found to have a strong influence on SWVIs’ development of educational abilities, the types of accommodation needed, and also on the training required to develop their independence, such as: severity of vision loss; deteriorating eye conditions; health issues; multiple disability states; their own level of self-reliance and self-advocacy. From the study outcomes, it appears that there is an urgent need to design an individualized personal disability support plan for each SWVI that takes into consideration extra challenges these students might have.

Conclusion

The analysis of the SWVI‘s experiences reported in this research revealed that the SWVI faced different types of challenges in their studies at the selected UAE universities. These challenges included deficiencies in the students‘ preparation for higher education during their primary and secondary schooling, challenges in moving independently and safely at the university campuses, challenges in accessing information at university; barriers to gaining entry into some course majors, difficulties in studying specific subjects, insufficient classroom accommodation, limited modification and accommodation for exams and personal challenges. Consequently, the level of provision for SWVI at the case study universities did not meet the actual needs of the SWVI.
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